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A narrative of the life of Rev. Noah Davis, a colored
man, written by himself, at the age of fifty-four.

NOTICE TO THE PUBLIC.

The object of the writer, in preparing this account of himself, is to RAISE SUFFICIENT
MEANS TO FREE HIS LAST TWO CHILDREN FROM SLAVERY.

Having already, within twelve years past, purchased himself, his wife, and five of his
children, at a cost, altogether, of over four thousand dollars, he now earnestly desires a
humane and christian public to AID HIM IN THE SALE OF THIS BOOK, for the purpose of
finishing the task in which he has so long and anxiously labored.

God has blessed him in an extraordinary manner, not only by granting freedom to him and
so large a portion of his family, but by giving him the hope of the gospel, and permitting
him to preach that gospel among his own people—in which calling he has been engaged
for about twenty-five years.

THE SARATOGA STREET AFRICAN BAPTIST CHAPEL.

The building, of which the above cut is an imperfect representation, fronts as above 100
feet on Saratoga street, and 46 feet on Calvert street. The house is of brick, and cost over
$18,000.—(See page 45.)

A NARRATIVE OF THE LIFE OF REV. NOAH DAVIS, A COLORED MAN.
WRITTEN BY HIMSELF, AT THE AGE OF FIFTY-FOUR.

PRINTED SOLELY FOR THE AUTHOR'S BENEFIT.
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CHAPTER I. Early Life in Virginia—Example of Pious Parents.

| was born a slave, in Madison county, Virginia, March, 1804. My father, John Davis,
and his family, belonged to Robert Patten, Esq., a wealthy merchant, residing in
Fredericksburg—who was also owner, in connection with Mr. John Thom, of a large
merchant mill, located on “Crooked Run,” a stream running between Madison and
Culpepper counties. My father was the head miller in that large establishment, in which
responsible station he was much respected.

There | was born, and remained until | was twelve years old. Mr. Patten was always
considered one of the best of masters, allowing his servants many privileges; but my father
enjoyed more than many others. Both he and my mother were pious members of a Baptist
church, and from their godly example, | formed a determination, before |1 10 had reached
my twelfth year, that if | was spared to become a man, | would try to be as good as my
parents. My father could read a little, and make figures, but could scarcely write at all.

His custom, on those Sabbaths when we remained at home, was to spend his time in
instructing his children, or the neighboring servants, out of a New Testament, sent him
from Fredericksburg by one of his older sons. | fancy | can see him now, sitting under his
bush arbor, reading that precious book to many attentive hearers around him.

Such was the esteem | had for my pious father, that | have kept that blessed book ever
since his death, for his sake; and it was the first New Testament | read, after | felt the
pardoning love of God in my soul.

My father died, August 20, 1826, aged 60 years. My mother, Jane Davis, at the death of
my father, removed from the farm, where my father died, and spent the remainder of her
days in Fredericksburg, with her children. She lived to good old age, and fell asleep in
Jesus, Dec. 24, 1831.
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My father had been allowed to keep a cow and horse, for his own use; and to raise and
feed his hogs and poultry from the mill.— 11 He had the privilege of keeping his children
with him, until they were old enough to put out to such trades as they might choose. | had
several brothers and one sister. Two of my brothers, one older, the other younger than
myself, lived with our parents, at this place. My oldest brother worked in the mill, with my
father, while my youngest brother and | did little else than play about home, and wait upon
our mother. | had several playmates, besides my brothers, and among them were the
sons of Col. Thom, and the servant boys who stayed at his house. Although many years
have passed away since, it gives me pleasure, even now, to recollect the happy seasons |
enjoyed with the playmates of my childhood.

But this pleasant state of things was not to continue long. The owners of the mill and

farm concluded to sell out the whole concern. My father and his family then removed to
another farm, belonging to our owner, located in Culpeper county, near Stevensburg. Here
| remained nearly two years, working, part of the time, with a carpenter, who was building
a summer residence for my master; and the rest of the time, assisting 12 my father to
cultivate as much ground as he and his family could tend. Here | learned something of a
farmer's life. The overseer, Mr. Daniel Brown, had the reputation of being one of the best
overseers in the county. But my father's family was not put under him further than for his
protection; for after our owner sold the mill, he set my parents free, and allowed them to
maintain themselves, by cultivating as much ground on the farm as they needed.

Sometimes my father would leave his little place in charge of my brother Robert and
myself, and would hire himself to work in some mill, or go peddling poultry, vegetables,
&c., at some of the market places around.

CHAPTER II. Apprenticed to the shoe-making—Learns housework—Intemperance
—"“A negro can't be trusted”—Learning how to write and cipher.
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In December, 1818, for the first time in my life, | left my parents, to go a distance from
home; and | was sad at the thought of parting with those whom | loved and reverenced
more than any persons on earth. But the expectation of seeing Fredericksburg, a place
which, from all | had then learned, | supposed must be the greatest place in the world,
reconciled me somewhat with the necessity of saying Good-bye to the dear ones at home.
| arrived at Fredericksburg, after a day and a half's travel, in a wagon—a distance of some
fifty miles. Having arrived in town, a boy green from the country, | was astonished and
delighted at what appeared to me the splendor and beauty of the place. | spent a merry
Christmas at my old master's stately mansion, along with my older brother, and for a while
forgot the home on the farm.

But soon, another home was selected for 2 14 me, where | might learn a trade, and as |
preferred the boot and shoe-making, | was put to Mr. Thomas Wright, a man of sterling
integrity, who was considered the best workman in the whole town. Here | had an older
brother living, which was some inducement for my going to live with Mr. Wright. | was
bound, to serve until | should be twenty-one years old. This was in January, 1819.

Upon entering with Mr. Wright, | learned that the colored boys had to serve one year

with Mrs. Wright, in the house and kitchen. The object of this was to train them for future
usefulness, when called from the shop, to serve as waiters or cooks. Mrs. Wright was a
good manager, and a very particular housekeeper. | used to think she was too particular.
But | have learned better since. | have often wished, when | have been seeking homes

for my children, that | could find one like Mrs. Wright. She would spare no pains to teach
her servants how she wanted her work done; and then she would spare no pains to make
them do it. | have often looked back, with feelings of gratitude and veneration, to that pious
lady, for her untiring perseverance in training me up in the 15 way | should go. But she is
gone, as | trust, to receive the reward of righteousness, in a better world.
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After | had been under Mrs. Wright's special charge the first year, she could leave me to
cook a dinner, or clean the house, or do anything she might set me at, without her being
present. | was now considered fit to take my seat among the bands in the shop.

Here | found quite a new state of things. The shoemakers, at that time, in Fredericksburg,
were considered the most intemperate of any class of men in the place; and as the
apprentice-boys had always to be very obliging to the journeymen, in order to get along
pleasantly with them, it was my duty to be runner for the shop; and | was soon trained
how to bring liguor among the men with such secresy as to prevent the boss, who had
forbidden it to come on the premises, from knowing it.

But, in those days, the drinking of ardent spirits was a common practice, even among
christians. With such examples all around, | soon learned the habit of drinking, along with
every other vile habit to which my companions were addicted. It was true in my 16 case,
that “evil communications corrupt good manners;” and had it not been for the strictness
with which my boss and his amiable lady watched over me, | should in all probability have
become a confirmed drunkard, before my time was out. But they held the reins over me,
and kept me in, until I had served out my apprenticeship.

| can say, however, that, much as | was inclined to other vices and sins, Mr. Wright readily
gave me a recommendation for honesty, truthfulness, and goodness of character. In

fact, he had felt such confidence in me, that he would often leave his shoe store in my
care, when he would have to go to the north, for a supply of stock. And | can truly say,
that | never deceived him, when he thus trusted me. Nothing would mortify me as much,
as to hear it said, “A negro can't be trusted.” This saying would always nerve me with a
determination to be trustworthy. —If | was trusted, | would deserve to be trusted. | wanted
to show that principle was not confined to color. But | have been led to look at it since, and
have thought that perhaps it was more pride than principle in me, at that time, for | was a
wicked sinner.
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17

The first idea | ever got of writing, was from trying to imitate my employer, who used

to write the names of his customers on the lining of the boots and shoes, as he gave
them out to be made. So | tried to make letters, and soon succeeded in writing my name,
and then the word Fredericksburg, and so on. My father had previously taught me the
alphabet, in the spelling book, before | had left the mill. After | became religious, | would
carry my father's New Testament to church, and always try to get to meeting in time to
hear the preacher read a chapter before sermon. If he named the chapter before reading
it, | would soon find it. In this way, | gathered much information in pronouncing many hard
words in the Scriptures.

It was a long time before | learned the meaning of the numeral letters put in the Bible over
the chapters. | had often seen them in the spelling book running alongside a column of
figures; but no one ever told me that they were put there for the same use as the figures.
2*

CHAPTER III. Religious Experience—Conviction—Conversion.

Just about the close of my apprenticeship, and as | began to feel myself a man, |
commenced to visit the girls, which induced me go still more frequently to church.

At that time, there were four churches in Fredericksburg. The colored people had
apartments for worship with the white people, at each of these churches. They were
Methodist, Presbyterian, Episcopalian and Baptist.

| had no particular preference for any one of these denominations, more than another; but,
went wherever my favorites went. One night a young lady invited me to go to the Methodist
church, where a prayer-meeting was to be held. During the meeting, a venerable old
gentleman rose to his feet, and related an account of the sudden death of a young lady,
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which he had read in a newspapers. When he related that solemn circumstance, it so
affected me, that | felt as if | was about to die, in a sudden manner also.

19

Having always, from parental training, purposed in my mind to become religious before

| died, | thought that now was the time to begin to pray. But | could not try to pray in the

church, for | was afraid that the girls would laugh at me. Yet | became so troubled, that |
left the house, girls and all, intending to seek some place where | might pray. But to my
horror and surprise, when | got out of the church, this reflection occurred to me, “God

is in heaven, and you are on earth.—how can He hear you?” O, what distress of mind |

now felt! | began to wonder how God could hear my prayer; for, sure enough, He was in
heaven, and | on the earth. In my perplexity, | started for home.

Just before | reached the shop, where | slept, this thought struck me, if possible with more
force than the former reflection: “God does see you!” It really appeared to me as if | could
see that God was indeed looking at me; and not only so, but | felt that He had been looking
at me all my life. | now said to myself, “It is of no use for me to pray.—If God has seen all
my wickedness, as | feel that He has, then there is no mercy for me.”

So | ran to my lodging-place, and tried to 20 hide myself in a dark room. But this was
useless; for it appeared that God could see me in the dark, as well as in the light.

I now felt constrained to beg for mercy, and spent the time in trying to obtain pardon for my
sins. But the morning came, and the hour drew near for the hands to go to work, and | was
still unhappy.

| felt so very different to what | had always felt, that | tried to examine my impressions
of the previous night, to learn if it was true that God did see me or not; for | thought my
imagination might have deceived me.
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Up to this time, | was not fully convinced that God knew all about me. So | began to study
about the matter. As | sat on the shoe-bench, | picked up a bunch of bristles, and selecting
one of the smallest, | began to wonder, if God could see an object so small as that. No
sooner had this inquiry arose in my heart, than it appeared to me, that the Lord could

not only see the bristle, but that He beheld me, as plainly as | saw the little object in my
hand; and not only so, but that God was then looking through me, just as | would hold up a
tumbler of clear water to the sun and look through it. This was enough. 21 | felt that | must
pray, or perish; and now | began to pray.

But it really seemed, that the more | prayed the less hope there was for me. Still | could not
stop praying; for | felt that God was angry with me. | had sinned against his holy laws; and
now, if He should cut me off, and send me to hell, it was but right. These thoughts followed
me day and night, for five weeks, before | felt relief. At length, one day, while sitting on my
shoe bench, | felt that my time had come when | must die. What troubled me most, was
that | should have to appear before God, in all my sins;—O, what horror filled my soul at
the thought!

| began to wonder what | must do. | knew | was not prepared for death and the Judgment.
It is true that two of my shopmates, at that time, were members of the church; but they did
not seem to care for my soul. All the rest of the hands were as wicked as myself. “What
shall I do?” was in my mind, all the time | sat at work.

The reflection occurred to me, “Your mother is a christian; it may be she can save you.”
But this suggestion appeared to be offensive to God. Then came another thought,—*As 22
my master was a rich man, could he not do something to help me?” But | found no relief in
either....and while | sat thus, hoping and praying, light broke into my mind—all my trouble
left me in an instant.

| felt such a love and peace flowing in my soul, that | could not sit longer; | sprang to my
feet, and cried out, “Glory to God!” It seemed to me, that God, whom | had beheld, a few
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seconds previously, angry with me, was now well-pleased. | could not tell why this great
change had taken place in me; and my shopmates were surprised at my conduct, saying,
that | must be getting crazy. But, just at this moment, the thought came into my mind, that

| was converted; still, as | felt so very different from what | had expected to feel, | could not
see how that could be. | concluded to run and see my mother, and ask her how people felt,
when they got converted. So | went, right away, to my mother's house, some five or six
squares from the shop.

When | reached the door of her house, it appeared to me that everything was new and
bright. | went in, and sat down. Mother asked me how | was. | told her, | felt right smart.
This was a new sound from me; for 23 my answers to this question had long been—*
poorly. ” But now came the trial; to ask mother how people felt, when they were converted.
| felt ashamed to ask the question; so | went into another room; and seeing a hymn book
lying on the table, | took it up. The first hymn that struck my sight began with these words:

“When converts first begin to sing, Their happy souls are on the wing— Their theme is all
redeeming love; Fain would they be with Christ above. With admiration they behold The
love of Christ, which can't be told,” &c.

These lines expressed my feelings precisely, and being encouraged from them, | went to
my mother, and asked her the question—*How do people feel, when they get converted?”
She replied, “Do you think you are converted?” Now, this was a severe trial; for, although |
felt that | was really changed, yet | wanted to hear from her, before | could decide whether
| was actually converted, or not. | replied, “No.” Then she said, “My son, the devil makes
people think themselves converted, sometimes.” | arose, and 24 left immediately, believing
that the devil had made a fool of me. | returned to my shop, more determined to pray than
ever before.

| arrived, and took my seat, and tried to get under that same weight, that | had felt pressing
me down, but a short while before. But it seemed to me that | could not; and, instead
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of feeling sad, | felt joyful in my heart; and while trying to pray, | thought the Saviour
appeared to me. | thought | saw God smiling upon me, through Christ, His Son. My

soul was filled with love to God and Jesus Christ. It appeared to me, | saw a fullness in
Jesus Christ, to save every sinner who would come to Him. And | felt, that if | was only
converted, | would tell all sinners how precious the Saviour was. But | could not think
myself converted yet, because | could not see what | had done, for God to pardon my sins.
Still | felt a love to Him for what He had done for my soul.

Then | began to think upon my shopmates—and, O what pity ran through my soul for
them. | wished to pray for them; but | felt so unworthy, that | could not do it. At last |
promised the Lord that if He would convert my soul, | would talk to them.

25

** |t was several months after that, before | was made to realize this to be the work of God;
and when it was made plain, O what joy it did bring to my poor soul!

| shortly became a member of the Baptist church, and was baptized, in company with
some twenty others, by Rev. Geo. F. Adams, who was then pastor of the Baptist church
in Fredericksburg—September 19, 1831. This church then contained about three hundred
colored members.

CHAPTER IV. Marriage—License to Preach—Purchase of Freedom—A Call to
Baltimore.

| had not been a member of the church a great while, before | formed an attachment

to a young woman, who ultimately became my wife. | have ever regarded her as the
special gift of God to me. She embraced religion about the same time that | did. We had
been acquainted with each other for several years previous, and although we associated
frequently in the same social circle together; yet nothing of a special liking had manifested
itself until the day she was baptized.
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But we were both slaves, and of course had to get the consent of our owners, before we
went further. My wife belonged to the late Carter L. Stephenson, Esq., who was a brother
to Hon. Andrew Stephenson, of Va. My wife's master was quite indulgent to the servants
about the house. He never restrained visitors from coming on his premises to visit his
domestics. It was said he had the likeliest set of servant girls in the town; and though 27

| cannot say | got the prettiest, yet | think | got the best one among them. We have lived
happily together, as husband and wife, for the last twenty-eight years. We have had nine
children—seven born in slavery, and two since my wife's freedom. Five out of the seven in
slavery | have bought—two are still in bondage.

Before long, the brethren chose me to fill the office of a deacon. But it never seemed to
me to be the place that God designed for me; though I felt willing to do whatever lay in my
power for God's glory and the good of His people. The impression made upon my mind at
my conversion, to talk to sinners, increased on me, until | could wait no longer.

| related my convictions of duty to my brethren, and particularly to one who was always
held in high esteem for his piety and excellent character—a colored brother, Armistead
Walker. My case was first brought by him before the colored portion of the church; and
after a full hearing of my statement, by the white brethren, with regard to my call to preach,
&c., I was licensed to preach the gospel, and exhort sinners to repentance, as opportunity
might be afforded. 28 | had ample opportunities at that time, for doing good, by preaching
to my fellow men, both in town and country.

Several other colored brethren, about this time, gave evidence of having been called

of God, to the work of preaching the gospel Among these was a dear brother, named
Alexander Daniel. He was a bright and shining light, among our people, and everything
considered, | think he was the best preacher of color | ever heard. But alas, he is no more!
He was esteemed as a christian minister, and his friends, both white and colored, united in
erecting a monument over his grave.
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In my attempts to preach the gospel to my fellow sinners, | often felt embarrassed, not
knowing how to read a charter in the Bible correctly. My desires now increased for such

a knowledge of the sacred Scriptures as would enable me to read a chapter publicly to
my hearers. | thought that if | had all my time at my own command, | would devote it all to
divine things. This desire | think, led me more than anything else, to ask permission of my
master, Dr. F. Patten, to purchase my freedom. | made this a subject of prayer, 29 both
night and day, that God would show me what he would have me do. | felt encouraged to
hope that | should find favor with my owner, as he had always treated me kindly. But how
shall I get the purchase money, provided he grants my request?—This appeared a difficult
matter, but | thought if my master would give me a chance, that | should be able to raise
the money.

| went to him, and stated my wishes, informing him why | wanted to be free—that | had
been led to believe the Lord had converted my soul, and had called me to talk to sinners.
He granted my request, without a single objection, fixing my price at five hundred dollars.

But now | had to tell him that | had no money, and that | desired him to grant me another
request; which was, to let me travel and find friends, who would give me the money. After
learning my wishes fully, he consented, and told me, when | got ready to start, he would
give me a pass, to go where | pleased.

| thanked him sincerely for this privilege, and after making arrangements, in the way of
obtaining suitable letters of recommendation, 30 | left Fredericksburg, in June, 1845, for
Philadelphia, New York, Boston, &c.

After spending nearly four months in visiting the northern cities, | returned home, with
about one hundred and fifty dollars, greatly disheartened.

Previous to going north, | had raised about a hundred and fifty dollars, which | had already
paid on my debt.
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The cause of my failure to raise all the money, | believe, was that | was unaccustomed

to addressing large congregations of strangers; and often, when | was favored with an
opportunity of presenting my case to the people, | would feel such embarrassment that

| could scarcely say anything. And | met another obstacle, which discouraged me very
much; which was, that some persons would tell me they sympathized with me, in my
efforts to get free; but they said it was against their principles to give money, to buy slaves.
| confess, this was new to me, and would cut me down much in my spirits—still | found
generous and noble-hearted friends, who treated me with every mark of kindness.

| began to wonder to myself, whether God was in this matter, or not; and if so, why | 31
had not succeeded. However, having returned home, | went to work at my trade, for the
purpose of earning the remainder of the money. Having paid what | was able, toward

my debt, and reserving enough to open a shop, upon my own account, my old boss,

Mr. Wright, my true and constant friend, became my protector, so that | might carry on

my business lawfully. In this, however, | was not very successful; but | had not been

long engaged at it, before | received a communication from my white Baptist friends in
Baltimore, through my pastor, Rev. Sam'l Smith, informing me that if | would come to
Baltimore, and accept an appointment as missionary to the colored people of that city, they
would assist me in raising the balance of the money then due upon myself.

This was indeed an unexpected, and to me an undesired call. | began to think, how can

| leave my wife and seven small children, to go to Baltimore to live, a distance of more
than a hundred miles from them. This, | thought, could not be. | thought my children would
need my watchful care, more now than at any other time. It is true, they were all slaves,
belonging to a rich widow lady. 32 But she had always given me the entire control of my
family, Now, if | should leave them at their tender age, mischief might befall them. Still,

as the letter from Baltimore was from gentlemen of the best standing, it became me to
give them an answer. This | could not do, without first consulting my master. | did so, and
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after giving the matter a careful consideration, he thought | had better go and see those
gentlemen—he was perfectly willing to leave the matter to me.

The result was, that | accepted the offer of the brethren in Baltimore; and by them | was
enabled to pay the debt | owed; and | have never had cause to repent it—though | had
misgivings sometimes, when | would get into trouble.

But | have found those who were my friends at first, are my friends still. In a few weeks
after | had arrived in Baltimore, (1847,) the white Baptists who were favorable to the
mission in behalf of the colored people, secured for me an appointment as missionary of
the Domestic Board of the Southern Baptist Convention, in connection with the Maryland
Baptist Union Association. | now felt a debt of gratitude to these dear friends, that | could
33 not show more acceptably to them, than by engaging heartily in the work to which | had
been thus called. | went to work, first, by hiring a room in a private house, where | would
collect what few children | could get together, in a Sabbath school. | continued in this place
for nearly a year, teaching the little children, and preaching to a few grown persons, who
would come in at times to hear what this Baptist man had to say; and who, after satisfying
their curiosity, would generally leave me. During my stay in this locality, | could not find
half a dozen colored Baptists, who would take hold with me in this missionary enterprise.
There were some few attached to the white churches; but only two of those showed any
disposition to help me in this great and good work. | found that everybody loved to go

with the multitude, and it was truly up-hill work with me. | found some who are called Anti-
Mission, or Old School Baptists, who, when | called upon them, would ask of what faith

| was,-and when | would reply, that | belonged to what | understood to be the Regular
Baptists, they would answer, “Then you are not of our faith,” &c.

34

Now | felt lonely indeed, separated far from home, from family, from dear brethren and
friends; thrown among strangers in a strange place. Those | came to benefit, stood aloof
from me, and seemed to look upon all my movements with distrust and suspicion, and
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opposed to all | was trying to do for the moral and spiritual benefit of our degraded race.
But, thanks be to God, all | found in Baltimore were not of this stamp. Those of the white
Baptists who had been the means of calling me to this field, adhered to me like brethren,
indeed. Could | feel at liberty to mention names, | would bring to notice some dear friends
who have ever stood by me, in all my efforts to do good, and whose acts of disinterested
benevolence have been rarely equaled. But their labors of love are recorded on high, and |
must forbear.

CHAPTER V. Experience in Baltimore—Education—Purchase of a Wife and two
Children—Great Distress of Mind—Generous Assistance—Church Matters.

When | came among the colored people of Baltimore, | found, to my surprise, that they
were advanced in education, quite beyond what | had conceived of. Of course, as | never
had such advantages, | was far behind the people; and as this did not appear well in a
preacher, | felt very small, when comparing my abilities with others of a superior stamp. |
found that the great mass of colored professors of religion were Methodists, whose piety
and zeal seemed to carry all before them. There were, at that time, some ten or eleven
colored Methodist churches, one Episcopalian, one Presbyterian; and one little Baptist
church, located upon the outskirts of the city. The most of the Methodist churches were
large and influential; and the Presbyterian church had one of the best Sabbath schools for
colored children in the city.

But the Baptist colored membership was looked upon as the smallest; and under these
36 circumstances, | was surrounded with discouragements; although the ministers and
brethren of other denominations have always treated me with marked christian kindness.

| had never had a day's schooling; and coming to one of the first cities in the Union, where
the colored people had the advantages of school